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This publication does not present the governmental structure of Cook 
County in detail. The Illinois Constitution of 1970 and the state statutes 
establish a form of government for Cook County that is different from 
both the township and the commission forms of county government. 
Circular 1146, "Home Rule in Illinois," treats Cook County as the only 
county automatically granted home rule by the Constitution. However, 
neither publication gives enough detail for the reader interested in 
fully understanding the differences between the form of government 
of Cook County and those of the 84 township and 17 commission 
counties downstate. 
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COUNTY GOVERNMENT IN ILLINOIS 
In the past, counties have been regarded as the stepchildren of local 
government- antiquated governments left over from a horse-and-buggy 
era, with too many elected officials and legislators who sometimes have 
represented more livestock than people. 
Recently this image of county government has begun to change. 
County boards must now conform to the one-person-one-vote principle. 
Equally important, many counties have been recognized as potentially 
important entities in solving the problems of growth and development 
that can no longer be contained within narrower municipal boundaries. 
These problems have gone out to meet the counties. Counties that once 
were rural have found themselves swallowed up by the spread of large 
metropolitan areas. Even counties that remain largely rural often must 
make rapid changes in technology to provide services for the subdivisions 
and mobile-home parks that have sprung up to absorb the growth of their 
cities. In addition, a decline in population and the lack of employment 
opportunities and capital development are now causing serious problems 
in some largely rural counties. 
The pressure of the stresses of growth and development - and, on 
the other hand, the lack of growth and development - have led to a 
re-evaluation of the structure of county government and its ability to 
meet these problems. The future role of counties in providing urban ser-
vices in unincorporated areas, in solving problems no longer confined to 
municipal boundaries, and in providing the framework for regional prob-
lem-solving is not yet clear. It is agreed, however, that the potential exists, 
and that some counties, with their increased representation of populous 
areas, have made important breaks with the past. 
Contemporary County Government in Illinois 
Illinois, in its 1970 constitution, recognizes the need to modernize the 
structure and powers of county government. It provides for expanded 
powers of local self-government over taxation, debt, licensing, regulation, 
and services for counties that are willing to elect home rule and make a 
separation between the legislative and executive tasks of the county board. 
Counties that do not elect home rule powers still have powers nbt pre-
viously available to Illinois counties. The state constitution offers all 
counties the potential to reduce the vast number of special-purpose gov-
ernments that fragment county powers. It offers them new tools to finance 
services delivered to less than the entire county population. And it offers 
tools to update the structure of county government, and liberally provides 
for cooperation with other units of government in supplying services. 
The Illinois Constitution does not force solutions upon counties. Al-
though no county has yet elected to adopt home rule (Cook County was 
specifically given home rule in the constitution), counties have been ex-
panding their services and changing their administrative methods. The 
need for more central coordination had led some counties to provide for 
appointed administrative offices. While these offices stop short of having 
the powers of a city manager or a county executive, they are an innovation 
for counties. Counties also have been establishing cooperative arrange-
ments with neighboring governments, especially in the area of law en-
forcement . 
County Problems 
Illinois counties in the 1970's are faced with increasing demands on 
their leadership and resources. Population has expanded in many parts of 
the state. The structure of some county governments is proving to lack 
the coordination necessary for efficient handling of the county business. 
Forces beyond the control of counties, such as inflation, create other prob-
lems. Counties have not yet elected to adopt home rule powers and they 
must depend on the state legislature to ( 1 ) give them new sources of 
revenue, ( 2) authorize new services, and ( 3) provide for new techniques 
for managing county business. 
A list of major problems confronting Illinois counties in the 1970s 
includes the following: 
Finances. Perhaps the most critical concern of most Illinois counties 
is money. Many counties have suffered heavy revenue losses because the 
1970 constitution prohibits the practice of charging for the extension and 
collection of tax dollars for other units of local government within the 
county. Losses range up to 12 percent of the total county revenue. Elimi-
nation of the personal property tax on individuals also has had an im-
portant effect on the revenue available to county governments. Inflation 
has so greatly increased the costs of goods and services purchased by 
counties that new revenue sources are needed to remove some of the 
county tax burden from the property owner. 
Management. The increase in county populations has strained the 
attempts at efficient management of county services. County services tra-
ditionally have been managed by county board committees that meet 
infrequently and are composed of part-time members. Some counties now 
feel the need for a central point where policies and financial control of 
county services can be regulated. Some counties already have centralized 
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personnel, purchasing, and office services. Others are beginning to con-
sider having a single executive office run by an administrator, manager, 
or county executive. While no county has yet voted to have an elected 
county executive, 10 percent of the counties have some form of appointed 
county administrator. 
Board Structure. The reapportionment of county boards in 1972 
produced smaller boards in most counties. Some counties are finding that 
even a board of this size is too large for effective consideration of issues. 
Some counties also would like to have a chairman elected from the county 
at large rather than from a particular district, thus freeing the chairman 
from district responsibilities. 
The Attorney General in 1975 said the position of township super-
visor and county board member were incompatible because the two gov-
ernments could make numerous intergovernmental contracts with each 
other. Holding both positions at the same time is being phased out, based 
on a timetable established by the state legislature. 
Inadequate Space for the Courts. The counties must provide court-
room space for courts and elected officers. Increased business for the 
county .and the courts has led to competition over space in county court-
houses. Many courthouses are nineteenth-century buildings that are in 
need of renovation, but construction of new courtrooms and office space 
is costly. McLean County paid in excess of $7 million for its new office-
courthouse complex, and projected costs of a jail-courts complex in 
Champaign County were over $13 million. 
Inadequate Jail Facilities. Many county jails are old and in need of 
repair. Ideas about prison facilities have changed a great deal, and new, 
modern jail facilities are expensive. Some counties are planning county 
jails while others have joined with the major city in the county and con-
structed joint public safety buildings, as has been done by Danville and 
Vermilion County, Rockford and Winnebago County, and Galesburg 
and Knox County. 
Lack of Health Facilities. A number of smaller counties have no 
hospitals, either public or private. Towns within small counties have dif-
ficulty in recruiting an adequate number of doctors. Ambulance service 
is not always available. Who should provide the capital for a staffed 
medical clinic and an adequate ambulance service? The growing emphasis 
on regional solutions to problems has led to some multicounty considera-
tion of this problem. Recently the legislature has given counties additional 
powers to finance ambulance services. 
Water Supply. Providing an adequate water supply for county pop-
ulations becomes more difficult as the number of subdivisions, mobile-
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home parks, and so on, outside incorporated towns increases. Rural water 
supply is also a problem -which has been solved in some areas by setting 
up rural water districts. Studies are being undertaken that are aimed at 
county or multicounty solutions to water supply problems. 
Sewage Disposal. Increasing population in once rural areas has made 
traditional sewage disposal methods, such as septic tanks, inadequate and 
often unhealthy. The question facing counties is twofold. Must they have 
the power to provide this type of urban service? And what kind of land 
use and building controls are needed to ensure protection of the public 
health? 
Solid Waste and Garbage Disposal. Counties are increasingly con-
cerned with the question of garbage disposal . The state and federal gov-
ernments are encouraging regional solutions to this problem. A small 
number of Illinois counties already are involved in garbage disposal, and 
others are studying the possibilities of regional disposal programs. Knox 
County has purchased a landfill site and Peoria County and the city of 
Peoria operate a landfill and a system where garbage is collected for 
transfer to a final disposal site. Champaign County is studying the prob-
lem as the space in existing landfills becomes reduced. 
Control of Growth and Development. Population growth, especially 
around cities, has been a major concern for counties. Uncontrolled growth 
leads to problems such as the loss of valuable agricultural land, subdivi-
sion development without adequate services, and the placement of build-
ings on property that is in danger of flooding. The need to control growth 
and development has led to county zoning and regional planning. Some 
counties fear controls will inhibit commercial and industrial development 
needed to provide employment and tax revenue. Others feel the promise 
of orderly growth will attract high-quality development. 
Intergovernmental Cooperation. Counties are becoming aware of 
the need for governments to work together in solving problems and avoid-
ing duplication of effort and expenditure. Counties have built joint public 
safety buildings together with large cities and have cooperated with other 
governments to study problems such as water supply and solid waste dis-
posal. The 1970 Illinois Constitution encourages voluntary cooperation. 
Geography 
Illinois has 102 counties. The present boundaries were fixed before 
1870 and have not been changed, although provisions permitting change 
have existed from the beginning. Illinois counties vary greatly in area and 
population, as shown in Figure 1. 
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COUNTY POPULATIONS, 1970 
'II:. ~ ove r 500,000 11 county) 
•:•:•:• 100,000 to 500,000 (16 counti es) 
I •• I W 50,000 to 100,000 (8 counties) 
~ 25,000 to 50,000 (25 counties) 
1~t~{ 10,000 to 25 ,000 (36 counties) 
D under 10,000 116 counties ) 
Figure 1. Population density of Illinois counties. 
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The great difference in area, wealth, and population means that 
county governments must be made to apply to very different situations. 
Some counties are large in area with few people; others are relatively 
small with dense populations. The need of urban and rural counties 
differ greatly and the services they provide are likewise different, yet all 
counties throughout the state provide the same basic services. 
A County Defined 
A county is a unit of local government with a fixed geographical area 
created to administer and provide certain services (such as road construc-
tion, local administration of justice, administration of elections, and wel-
fare ) for the health, welfare, morals, and safety of its population. A 
county's duties are defined by the legislature and its form of government 
is described in the 1970 constitution. 
Services Provided by a County 
Counties, like all units of government, make decisions that help to 
satisfy the needs of people. People usually need housing, water, electric 
power, roads, schools, libraries, sewers, and police and fire protection . 
Some of these needs, such as housing, are usually provided by the private 
economic system. Others are provided by the various government unit~ 
(state, county, township, special district). Sometimes there is a choice of 
who will provide a particular service. Water and electricity may be pro-
vided by private companies, by cooperatives, or by local governments. 
The same government service may be provided by different governments 
- for example, libraries and sewers can be provided by a county, a city, 
or a special district. 
The services and functions of non-home rule counties are limited to 
those that are thought to be specifically provided for by state laws. For 
example, if the state did not specifically authorize counties to have zoning 
ordinances, they would not be able to use zoning as a tool to control 
land use. 
T hree Service Categories. Illinois counties provide a broad range of 
services to meet the needs of their citizens. These fall into three basic 
categories : ( 1) services which state law requires them to perform, ( 2) 
optional services authorized by state law, and ( 3) regulatory functions. 
A list of county services and functions is given in Table 1. 
It is difficult to arrive at a picture of a typical county in terms of the 
services it provides. A county with a large population in an unincorpo-
rated urban area will provide services very different from those needed 
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Table 1. County Functions and Services Provided for by Illinois Constitution and 
State Law 
Required services 
Police protection 
Jail facilities 
Defense of indigent 
Prosecution 
Conduct of elections 
Recording of deeds 
Legal advice to other 
local governments 
Courtrooms and offices 
Supervision of property 
assessment 
Supervision of 
educational services 
Collection of taxes 
Construction and 
maintenance of roads 
and bridges 
Jury panels 
Detention facilities 
for juveniles 
Probation services 
Optional services 
Agricultural services 
County home for aged 
Tuberculosis sanitarium 
·Mental health programs 
Public health programs 
County nursing home 
Alcoholism clinic 
Hospital 
Ambulance service 
Sanitary landfill 
Garbage disposal 
Water supply 
Utilities 
Drainage 
Flood control 
Parking facilities 
Libraries 
Dog pound 
Historical muse).lm 
Fire protection 
Public housing 
Services to elder! y 
Parks and recreation 
Airports 
Industrial development 
County fair 
Police and fire 
radio station 
Land use planning 
Civil defense 
Grants to community 
action agencies 
Armed forces monuments 
Local improvements 
Burial of indigent 
veterans 
Youth services 
Community develapment 
programs 
Manpower programs 
7 
Regulatory functions 
(most are optional) 
Zoning 
Building codes 
Meat and 'milk processing 
Air pollution control 
Curfew 
Places of entertainment 
Transient facilities 
(motels, camping, etc. ) 
Liquor control 
Restaurant licensing 
Landfill-licensing 
Sanitary hauler licensing 
Watercraft 
Parking 
Building or setback lines 
Traffic control 
Swimming pools 
Subdivision control 
Demolition of unsafe 
buildings 
Covering of wells 
Animal control 
in a rural county. Following is a description of some of the major required 
county services and some of the most commonly performed optional 
services. 
Required County Services 
Law Enforcement. The county, within its boundaries (excluding 
municipalities), must protect its citizens against crimes and disturbances. 
It enforces state laws and county ordinances and provides police protec-
tion. Overall responsibility for law enforcement is vested in the elected 
county sheriff. (Duties of the sheriff and other elected and appointed 
officials are dealt with specifically in the section on structure of county 
government.) The county also must maintain jail facilities. 
Administration of Justice. Each county is part of a multicounty 
circuit court which tries cases that arise in the county. This is the first and 
lowest level of state courts in a three-tier system. 
Prior to the 1962 reorganization of courts, in addition to the circuit 
courts there were county courts and, in some places, municipal courts. 
All of these are now combined into circuit courts. There are no longer 
justices of the peace, police magistrates, county judges, or probate judges. 
The prosecution of cases is handled in the county by an elected state's 
attorney. An elected clerk of the circuit court organizes and records the 
business of the circuit court within the county. 
Counties with more than 35,000 population must appoint a public 
defender to represent those who cannot afford a private attorney. If the 
county has fewer than 35,000, the office may be created by resolution of 
the county board, as has been done in Moultrie County. 
The county must also investigate any unusual circumstances of deaths 
within the county. An elected coroner or an appointed medical examiner 
is given the responsibility for such investigations. 
Illinois counties must provide for adult and juvenile probation ser-
vices and juvenile detention facilities necessary to the criminal justice 
system. These so-called court services are financed primarily by the county 
with partial state reimbursements for salaries of employees and costs of 
juvenile care. The circuit court is responsible for the quality and adequacy 
of the services. The court appoints the chief probation officer and fixes the 
number of officers and their space and clerical needs. The county can 
levy a child welfare tax to provide needed revenue for juvenile services. 
The juvenile court system deals with juveniles who have committed 
crimes and with "status offenders" such as runaways and truants who 
have committed no criminal acts . Counties can also support or provide 
services for youths who are not in the probation system. Such services can 
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include group homes, outreach activities, social services, and youth ser-
vice bureaus. 
The costs of the criminal justice system including police protection, 
judicial services, legal services and prosecution, indigent defense, correc-
tions, and other criminal justice activities are estimated to be about 18 
percent of the total spendng of Illinois counties. 
Assessment and Collection of Taxes. The county has supervisory and 
review responsibility in the assessment of real and personal property for 
the purposes of property taxation. In township counties the actual assess-
ment of property is by township assessors. An appointed county supervisor 
of assessments reviews the assessments and prepares the township assessors 
for their job. After review by the supervisor's office, the books are delivered 
to a county board of review. The board of review has the power to 
equalize assessments between townships, hear individual complaints, and 
lower or raise assessments after proper notice and hearing. 
The county, through the office of treasurer, collects the taxes for all 
taxing units within its jurisdiction. After collection, the taxes are dis-
bursed to the various taxing units based on each units request (levy) if 
the request is within statutory tax rate limits. 
Recording of Legal Documents. The county is the local government 
unit that must make a public record of certain legal documents (deeds, 
mortgages, leases, and plats ). In doing so, it acts as the state agent. This 
function is performed by the county clerk in counties under 60,000 popu-
lation and by an elected recorder of deeds in counties over 60,000 popula-
tion. The county clerk also keeps records of births, deaths, and marriage 
licenses issued. 
Conduct of Elections. In a manner similar to the collection of taxes, 
the county acts for other government units as well as itself in the conduct 
of elections. The administration of elections for president, senators, and 
congressmen and for governor, other state officers, state legislators, and 
other local officials is accomplished through administrative machinery co-
ordinated at the county level. The county lays out voting districts and 
establishes a polling place in each precinct. Voter registration is conducted 
by the county clerk, who also supervises printing of ballots and distribution 
of poll books, ballots, and other election materials to each district. The 
clerk keeps a tally of election returns along with the chairmen of county 
central committees of the Republican and Democratic parties. Certificates 
of election are given to successful local candidates and the state is pro-
vided with abstracts of the vote for state officers. (The supervisor of edu-
cational services carries out functions similar to those of county clerk for 
school districts in the county, as noted below. ) 
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Construction and Maintenance of Roads and Bridges. Counties 
share responsibility with the state and the township (or with local road 
districts) for the provision of highway facilities. Roads in the county are 
built by the county but with state supervision if federal or state funds are 
involved . County roads are financed through the county highway tax 
levy and with the county share ( 12.5 percent statewide) of the state 
motor fuel tax. The county also must pay a proportionate share of the 
expenses for U.S. secondary highways and may levy a tax to provide the 
necessary funds. The county also may build bridges and levy a tax to 
provide funds for them. It may provide assistance of up to one-half the 
cost under certain conditions to town hips and cities or villages of less 
than 15,000 population for building bridges or, in conjunction with any 
of these units, it may enter into contracts with the state for joint construc-
tion and maintenance of bridges. 
Supervision of Educational Services. Schools in Illinois are part of 
a local school district governed by elected school boards. The county and 
state exercise some supervision over the local schools through an elected 
superintendent of the educational service region . County functions include 
carrying out directives of the chief state educational officer and preparing 
and certifying the claims of the various school districts for state aid. The 
superintendent has specific duties analogous to those of the county clerk 
with regard to elections for school boards. The superintendent also inspects 
schools in the county, conducts examinations for teacher certification, and 
coordinates teachers' institutes. Recent legislation providing for manda-
tory special education programs for the handicapped and retarded has ex-
panded the responsibilities of the county to include a census of students 
needing special education. 
Optional County Services 
As mentioned earlier, not all services provided by counties are re-
quired by state law, but the legislature has provided a long list of services 
which counties may choose to provide for their citizens (Table 1) . 
Many of these services may be offered by the county only if the tax-
payers at a referendum approve the tax needed to finance the service. 
Voters must initially decide whether they want the county to provide a 
particular service on the basis of both the need for the service and the 
cost of that service to them as taxpayers. For example, if a county board 
or a sufficient number of citizens by petition wish to establish mental 
health services, the voters will be a ked to approve the tax neces ary to 
provide the services. 
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Not all optional services must be established by referenda. For exam-
ple, certain kinds of public health departments can be established by 
resolution of the county board. In these cases the county board must form 
its own idea of the need for the service and of the people's willingness to 
pay increased taxes to support it. 
Public Health Services. The public health functions of the county 
include broad responsibility for making necessary regulations to promote 
health and suppress disease in areas outside incorporated towns and vil-
lages. These services may be provided by a separate department of public 
health - established by resolution or referendum and managed by an 
eight-member board - appointed by the county board chairman. About 
60 percent of Illinois counties have public health departments. 
The county health department is responsible for enforcing state laws 
aimed at preserving the health of the community. In accomplishing this 
task, it investigates the existence of all contagious diseases, makes sanitary 
and health inspections of many establishments- especially restaurants 
and dairies, and other places where food is handled or processed. It also 
inspects water supplies, and may even declare buildings unfit for human 
habitation because of inadequate sanitary facilities, rat infestation, and 
so on. It also gives professional advice and information to city, village, 
town, and school authorities when requested. It furnishes free immuniza-
tion to school-age children, imposes quarantines to prevent the spread of 
communicable diseases, and advises expectant mothers. Finally, county 
health departments carry on educational programs designed to improve 
the citizen's awareness of common health problems. 
About one-third of the counties have health departments established 
by countywide referenda and supported by a special health tax. Twenty-
five additional counties have established public health departments since 
1965 mainly to comply with requirements of the federal Medicare law. 
These departments have been established by resolution of the county 
board and do not levy taxes. According to the state department of public 
health, some of these "resolution" health departments are expanding their 
services into environmental-health and family-centered nursing programs, 
and several have had referenda to gain taxing powers. 
The law also allows counties to cooperate in establishing multicounty 
health departments. Several of these have been established. 
Other public health-related functions performed by Illinois counties 
include construction and maintenance of county nursing homes, county 
homes for the aged, hospitals, and tuberculosis sanitariums. These are all 
established by public referendum, and taxes are then levied for construe-
u 
tion and maintenance. They are managed by appointed boards of 
directors. 
Mental Health Services. Mental health services may also be provided 
or subsidized by counties. An appointed board is responsible for adminis-
tration of these services. A tax for mental health purposes also must be 
approved by a countywide referendum. 
Garbage and Trash Disposal. Counties are authorized to provide 
facilities for the dumping or disposal of garbage and to charge fees for 
the use of landfills and other similar facilities. They may also license ve-
hicles used for hauling garbage, and they have certain powers concerning 
air contamination and mosquito abatement. Other regulatory and licens-
ing functions - many of them having a public-health impact - are dis-
cussed in the section on regulatory functions. 
Ambulance Service. Under a 1973 law, counties may now subsidize 
or provide ambulance service through an ambulance service tax. 
Agricultural Services. Counties have traditionally been units of gov-
ernment for rural areas. As a result, they have a number of functions 
related to agriculture, one of the most visible being the county fair. 
Counties are the geographical units for activities of the Cooperative 
Extension Service. In Illinois the extension advisers are members of the 
staff of the University of Illinois, but their activities are centered in the 
county. 
Other agricultural functions of the county include weed control out-
side incorporated areas, conservation of insect-destroying birds, and testing 
and providing for animal control and eradication of various diseases of 
animals, such as brucellosis and hog cholera. 
Regional Planning Commissions. Counties may establish regional 
planning commissions for all or a part of the county or parts or all of 
several counties. Planning is related to zoning and should precede zoning, 
but zoning may be used independently of planning. Planning is not a 
regulatory function, whereas zoning is. A plan is essentially a statement 
of county goals concerning population growth, economic development, 
social conditions, cultural needs, educational needs, transportation, and 
land use. 
In Illinois most regional planning commissions were established during 
the 1960's because master regional plans were required to qualify gov-
ernment units for federal grants in a number of program areas. The need 
for these grants to help meet costs of welfare and other social services in 
populous counties had the effect of making planning commissions almost 
mandatory for many counties. · 
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Other Services 
The above description of major county services includes those most 
often performed by counties. Other functions, which are not necessarily 
minor ones but are performed by a limited number of counties, include 
the following: ( 1) establishing airports; (2) making parking regulations 
and constructing and maintaining parking facilities; ( 3) establishing 
forest preserves; ( 4) establishing parks; ( 5) establishing historical mu-
seums; ( 6) maintaining a dog pound; and ( 7) acquiring property for 
industrial purposes as specified in Illinois Industrial Development Act. 
Regulatory Functions 
The so-called regulatory functions that a county can perform are 
many. These include licensing sanitary vehicles, licensing food-handling 
premises, and establishing a building code with suitable penalties. Out-
side of incorporated areas, counties may regulate places of entertainment, 
recreation, trailer parks, and camping grounds and other lodging places 
for transients. Licensing ordinances for these establishments must not be 
in conflict with state laws or the regulations of the state department of 
public health. Two regulatory functions are particularly visible - liquor 
control and zoning. 
Liquor Control. The county determines the number of liquor li-
censes, kinds of licenses (whether general or for beer only), and their 
cost. The county board chairman is the liquor control commissioner and 
has the power to issue and revoke licenses. Appeals from revocation are 
decided at the state level by the Illinois Liquor Control Commission. 
Zoning. County zoning is a mechanism to control the uses of land 
within the county but outside municipalities already having zoning, and is 
one regulatory means of achieving the land use goals of the county resi-
dents. The county board, after proper hearings, is empowered by state 
statute to enact a zoning ordinance which in a general way specifies how 
land and buildings may be used in the county. This is usually accom-
plished by dividing the county into various use districts. Three basic dis-
tricts that are found in the simplest zoning ordinances are residential, 
commercial, and industrial districts. 
Counties appoint a zoning administrator and a zoning appeal board 
to administer the zoning ordinance and make decisions concerning zoning 
changes. 
Subdivision Regulations. Subdivision controls establish standards for 
public facilities and require the platting of subdivisions. These controls 
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simplify real estate transfer and ensure adequate public facilities for 
future residents. 
Housing Codes. Enabling legislation exists in Illinois authorizing 
counties to enact housing codes. A typical housing code specifies minimum 
standards which any dwelling used by humans must meet. Its purpose is 
to maintain at least minimum health and safety conditions in all existing 
structures rather than to dictate construction standards. Farm homes are 
specifically exempt from a county housing code. 
Structure of County Government 
A county is governed by either a county board or a board of county 
commissioners. The one used depends on whether the county has adopted 
a township form · of organization or a nontownship form. One Illinois 
county, Cook County, is in a class by itself and has its own form of gov-
erning body - the Board of Commissioners of Cook County. 
The county board or board of county commissioners shares the power 
to govern the county with a number of elected officials : sheriff, treasurer, 
clerk, state's attorney, coroner, and several other officers, depending on 
the size of the county. Each of these officers has duties and powers inde-
pendent of the county board. The major relationship between the board 
and these officers is a financial one. The county board must approve the 
officers' budgets. 
County Boards. Until 1972 the persons elected as township super-
visors also served as members of the county board. As a result of a U .S. 
Supreme Court ruling, the state legislature provided that all existing 
counties organized on the township basis had to be reapportioned by July 
1, 1971, so that each member of the county board represented approxi-
mately the same number of inhabitants. The county board had the option 
of determining whether the new board would be elected at large or by 
districts - either single or multimember. If the election was by districts, 
each district had to be approximately e,qual in population to the others, 
comprised of a contiguous territory as nearly compact as possible, and 
townships were not to be divided except to comply with the population 
requirements. 
The general effect of the legislation is that, in counties with substantial 
urban populations, the county board now has a greater percentage of 
urban representation than before reapportionment. For example, in 
Adams County with a county boa:rd of 40 members, McKt;e Township, 
with a population qf 277 in 1964, had one , super:visor sitting on the 
board, whereas Quincy Township; with a population of 43,793, had 
only 18 representatives (one township supervisor and 17 assistant super-
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visors) on the board. A person living in McKee Township would have, 
in effect, 1/277th of one vote on the county board; a person living in 
Quincy Township, on the other hand, would have only 1/2,433rd of one 
vote. Now that reapportionment has become effective, the voting repre-
sentation should be equal or nearly so. 
The legislature set a maximum size of 29 board members per county. 
Before the new law the board of supervisors in large counties such as 
Madison, St. Clair, and Sangamon, had as many as 51 members. Some 
counties elect all board members at large. Each voter votes for all board 
members. Other counties have chosen to divide the county into districts, 
with each district electing one or more members. The first reapportioned 
county boards were elected in 1972. They must again be reapportioned in 
10 years to ensure that the members still represent approximately equal 
numbers of people. 1975 legislation requires county boards to be selected 
at the November general elections rather than at the spring elections, 
which is expected to save county election costs- and some think it will 
increase the percentage of votes cast for county board members. 
In a county with a commission form of government, a board of three 
county commissioners is elected from the county at large, not from dis-
tricts. Each year in November one commissioner is elected for a 3-year 
term so that the terms of office are staggered. In odd-numbered years, 
such as 1977, some counties will have an election where only one county 
commissioner and no other officer is on the ballot. In Illinois 84 counties 
have a township form and 17 counties have a commission form of or-
ganization, with Cook County being an exception to both. (The commis-
sion counties are Alexander, Calhoun, Edwards, Hardin, Johnson, Mas-
sac, Menard, Monroe, Morgan, Perry, Pope, Pulaski, Randolph, Scott, 
Union, Wabash, and Williamson. ) 
In a commission county the county government assumes duties per-
formed by township governments in counties organized into townships. 
The county is responsible for ( 1 ) assessment of property for tax purposes, 
and ( 2) general assistance mainly for those who do not qualify for other 
public assistance programs. The county supervisor of assessments in a 
commission county determines the value of taxable property while in 
township counties he only oversees the process and reviews the assessments 
made by elected township assessors. County commissioners serve ex-officio 
as the Board of Review to consider complaints about assessments. Most 
township counties have an appointed Board of R eview. A county Super-
visor of General Assistance is appointed in commission counties. In town-
ship counties the elected township supervisor in each township handles 
general assistance. 
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Another major township function is construction and maintenance 
of township roads. In township counties all townships with roads to main-
tain elect a township highway commissioner. The local road function is 
handled in several ways in commission counties. Some counties have road 
districts with elected commissioners who function almost like township 
highway commissioners. Some counties have road districts that are about 
the size of townships and others have only a few large districts. A few 
commission counties such as Williamson, Massac, and Calhoun have a 
single road district for the entire county. In this situation the responsibility 
for local roads is handled by the appointed county superintendent of 
highways. (Township counties can also elect to form unit road districts. 
The option is not limited to commission counties.) The problems of com-
mission counties are basically the same as those of township counties. 
There are no separate executive and legislative elements in county 
government. Neither township nor commission counties have an elected 
executive with broad powers. Counties can elect a board chairman 
countywide, but the chairman must also be elected separately to a seat 
on the board. St. Clair and DuPage Counties do this. In most counties 
the board members elect a chairman from among themselves. The chair-
man convenes meetings and appoints members of some committees and 
boards. Decisions regarding performance of services are made by com-
mittees of the county board. These committees serve as the administrative 
heads of departments and frequently make day-to-day decisions on mat-
ters such as use of road salt, repair of vehicles, purchase of office supplies, 
and so on. Some services are administered by appointed but independent 
boards who rely on the county board to authorize the taxes needed. 
County public health boards and mental health boards function in this 
way. Moultrie County serves as an example of one form of county orga-
nization (Figure 2) . 
In response to the complex problems of today, some counties are pro-
viding for an executive assistant to aid in coordination and administration 
of county affairs. The 1970 constitution allows counties to elect an 
executive, called the county executive, who has broad administrative pow-
ers and is elected at large from the entire county. At present, before the 
county may elect such an official, home rule governance for the county 
must be approved by referendum. 
The county board or the county commissioners are directly responsible 
for a limited number of the county's services and functions, whereas many 
county functions are shared between the board and the various elected 
officials. 
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Figure 2. Organization of County Government, Moultrie County, Illinois, 1977 
Elected by Voters 
of Moultrie County 
Circuit Judge 
Circuit Clerk 
(Public Defender is appointed by Circuit Court) 
State's Attorney 
County Clerk 
County Treasurer 
Sheriff 
Coroner 
Superintendent of Educat ional Servi ce Region 
Regional Boord of School Trustees 
and 
9-Member County Board elected at la rge (chairman elected from and by Board) 
Appointed by Board 
.----1-------, 
Appointed boards and commissions 
Merit Commission 
Zoning Board of Appeals 
Regional Planning Commission 
Board of Review 
Tuberculosis Board 
Housing Authority 
Appointed administrative officials 
County Tuberculosis Nurse 
Superintendent of Highways 
Director of Civil Defe nse 
Supervisor of Assessments 
Regional Planning Office 
County Investigator 
Animal Control Admin istrator 
Animal Control Warden 
Sheriff 's deputies 
Board committees 
Committee on Committees 
Le g islative 
Finance 
Building and Grounds 
Road and Bridge 
Public Health, Safety, and Welfare 
Planning, Zoning , and Land Use 
County Farm 
Liquor Control 
Personnel , Mental Health 
Table 2. County Election Calendar, Illinois Counties With Townships 
Year 
1978 
1980 
1982 
1984 
Primary 
(third Tuesday 
in March )• 
Regional board of 
school trusteesb 
(all members) 
Regional board of 
school trustees 
(2-3 members) 
Regional board of 
school trustees 
(2-3 members ) 
Regional board of 
school trustees 
12-3 members ) 
November election (first Tuesday after first Monday 
in November) 
Half of county board members 
Clerk 
Sheriff 
Treasurer 
Superintendent of educational service region 
Retention or election• of resident circuit judges 
Half of county board members 
State's attorney 
Coroner 
Auditor 
Recorder 
Circuit clerk 
All county board members• 
Clerk 
Sheriff 
Treasurer 
Superintendent of educational service region 
R etention or election of circuit judges (elected m 
1976) 
Half of county board members 
State's attorney 
Coroner 
Auditor 
Recorder 
County clerk 
Retention or election of appellate judges (elected in 
1974) 
• Date is set by Illinois General Assembly ; has been the third Tuesday in March 
in recent years. 
b By 1977 most educational service regions must be expanded to have a popula-
tion of at least 33,000. A new election will probably be needed when new counties 
are added to the region. 
• Judges run on the regular party ballot the first time they are elected, and they 
run for retention at the conclusion of their term. There is no other candidate opposing 
them and the voters indicate whether the judge should be retained in office. New 
elections are held whenever a judge resigns. 
• County boards must be apportioned every 10 years to ensure that all members 
still represent approximately equal numbers of people. 
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Elected County Officials 
Each county elects as many as seven officials who are responsible for 
various county services (sheriff, county clerk, circuit clerk, state's attor-
ney, treasurer, circuit judge, and coroner). Most of their salaries are paid 
wholly by the county. Although elected by county voters, the circuit clerk 
and the circuit judge are not technically county officials, but are officers 
of the state courts. 
Having large numbers of elected officials rather than a single elected 
executive is called having a long ballot. Long ballots were originally 
established to allow the people to exercise ultimate control over the ac-
tions of the officers. However, some states and counties consider profes-
sional qualifications to be more important than campaigning abilities for 
many of these elected offices. Counties elect six to eight times as many 
officials as municipalities elect, and it sometimes may be difficult for 
voters to be aware of the requirements of each office and the qualifica-
tions of the respective candidates. The calendar for election of county 
officials in Illinois counties with townships is shown in Table 2. 
The Illinois Constitution of 1970 gives counties a certain amount of 
flexibility in deciding what offices to establish and how to select the of-
ficers. To make any change in the offices of sheriff, county clerk, or 
treasurer, a countrywide referendum must be held [Art. VII Sec. 4 (c), 
1970 Constitution]. The state legislature may eliminate or make changes 
in the terms of office and manner of selection of other officers. Otherwise 
each county will continue to elect a sheriff, county clerk, and treasurer, 
and may elect or appoint a coroner, recorder, assessor, and auditor. Offices 
not on this list may be created or eliminated by state law or county ordi-
nance and their terms of office and manner of selection may be changed 
by the county. If a county wants to have a referendum for this purpose 
it may do so, though it is not required. 
This increased flexibility has already resulted in some changes. Ten 
counties have had successful referenda to eliminate the elected office of 
county coroner. 
By law, the state establishes minimum and maximum salaries for 
county officers (Table 3), and they are based on population of the county 
as determined by the preceding federal census. Within these limits the 
county board fixes the individual salary of the officers. 
Sheriff. All counties in Illinois elect a sheriff for a four-year term at 
a general election in November of the even-numbered nonpresidential 
years (1978, 1982, and so on). The 1970 constitution allows a sheriff to 
serve two or more consecutive terms. The sheriff is the chief law enforce-
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Table 3. State-Established Minimum and Maximum Salaries of Some Illinois 
County Officials• 
Population of county 
Less than 14,000 
14,000 to 30,000 
30,000 to 60,000 
60,000 to 100,000 
100,000 to 200,000 
200,000 to 300,000 
300,000 to 500,000 
Minimum salaryb 
$12,000 
13,000 
14,000 
15,000 
16,500 
18,000 
20,000 
Maximum salary• 
$15,500 
16,500 
17,700 
21,000 
23,000 
25,500 
27,000 
• Schedule applies to sheriff, treasurer, clerk, recorder, and auditor. Separate 
schedules exist for other officials. 
• The salaries listed are subject to frequent change . 
ment official in the county, and he may select deputies to help carry out 
this responsibility. The sheriff is also the custodian of the county jail 
and courthouse, and he is an officer of the courts, responsible for carry-
ing out judges' orders and serving legal papers, such as summonses, 
court orders, and judgments. The sheriff acts as supervisor of safety, with 
the power to enforce state and local laws on traffic safety, and in non-
township counties he is the ex-officio county tax collector. 
Sheriffs formerly were paid in part from the fees they received for 
serving legal papers and from the fees paid by the county for maintenance 
of prisoners in the jail. The 1970 constitution no longer allows officers to 
be paid from such fees, and the sheriff's salary is now paid and fixed by 
the county within limits set by state law. 
County Clerk. A county clerk is elected in each Illinois county for 
a four-year term at the general election in November of the even-num-
bered nonpresidential election years. 
The clerk serves the county in a number of important ways. The 
clerk is the official who is responsible for the details of much of the gen-
eral administrative work of the county. Duties of the office include: 
1. Keeping all documents and records relating to county board 
business. 
2. Paying county bills. 
3. Keeping accounts and, records of county business and supplying 
copies of these records to the public on receipt of a fee for this service. 
4. Supervising elections m the county, providing ballots, tallying 
election returns. 
5. Registering voters. 
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6. Participating in the taxing process by determining the tax rate 
according to tax levy ordinances, extending it over the value of the prop-
erty for each taxing district in the county, and drawing up the individual 
tax bills. The office also keeps records of property ownership and certifies 
these to assessment officials. 
7. Serving as secretary to the county board. 
8. Keeping records of births and deaths. 
9. Issuing marriage licenses. 
10. Serving as recorder of deeds (in counties with less than 60,000 
population) . 
The clerk's salary is at present set by the county board within the 
limits set by state legislature. 
County Treasurer. The treasurer is elected in the nonpresidential 
even-numbered years and serves a four-year term. Since enactment of 
the 1970 constitution, the treasurer, like the sheriff, may run for a second 
term of office. 
The county treasurer is custodian of county monies. The treasurer 
receives taxes and fees from marriage licenses, liquor licenses, and so on, 
deposits them, and makes disbursements as ordered by the county board. 
In most counties the treasurer is the collector of property taxes. A few 
counties still have township collectors. The 1970 constitution [Art. VII, 
Sec. 4 (e) J authorizes county treasurers to serve as treasurer for school 
districts and other local government units in the county. 
State's Attorney. The state's attorney is a key figure in law enforce-
ment and administration of justice in the county and is elected for a 
four-year term in presidential election years at the November election. 
The state's attorney's office prepares and prosecutes criminal and civil 
actions before courts in the county and acts as legal adviser to the county 
board, county officers, and other units of local government within the 
county. 
As the chief prosecutor within the county, the state's attorney is re-
sponsible for preparing the government's case against the accused. In 
civil actions the state's attorney may act as either the defense or the 
prosecution, depending on the circumstances. Actions in civil matters 
are a result of the state's attorney's role as legal adviser to the county 
board, county officers, and other local government units. 
As the functions of government and the number of local governments 
increase, the state's attorney must spend more time giving opinions on 
the legality or constitutionality of proposed actions by the county. For 
example, in the matter of federal revenue sharing, state's attorneys may 
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be asked if a particular proposed use of funds falls within the guidelines 
established by the state and federal government. 
The state's attorney is paid jointly by the state and the county. The 
state pays a part of his salary in proportion to the population of the 
county, because the state's attorney must handle violations of state law 
within the county as well as violations of county ordinances and other 
county functions. This partly explains the origin of the name. A state's 
attorney may be elected to serve more than one county, and recent state 
laws provide for additional state grants toward the state's attorney's 
salary under these circumstances. 
Coroner. The coroner is elected to a four-year term at the November 
general election in presidential years. At least ten Illinois counties have 
chosen to abolish the office of coroner, which is permissible under the 
1970 Illinois constitution. (Counties may abolish any county office after 
a favorable vote at a countywide referendum.) 
The county coroner must investigate any death in the county that 
has occurred under unusual or suspicious circumstances or when there 
was no doctor in attendance. In cases of apparent or attempted suicide, 
homocide, or accidental death, the coroner must call a jury of six persons 
to conduct an inquest into the cause of death. When the coroner's investi-
gation or the coroner's jury proceeding is complete, the coroner issues a 
death certificate stating his findings as to cause of death. 
There is no legal requirement that a coroner be a medical doctor. In 
some circumstances the coroner may appoint a physician to perform an 
autopsy to determine the cause of death. 
The coroner is invested with the same peace-officer powers as the 
sheriff, but he exercises them only if there is a vacancy in the sheriff's 
office or if for some reason the sheriff is disqualified. 
Superintendent of the Educational S·ervice Region. Until 1969 most 
counties in Illinois had a county superintendent of schools. This officer has 
been replaced by the superintendent of the educational service region, 
whose powers and duties are the same as tho e of the former county super-
intendent. The superintendent represents the state's chief educational 
officer in the county, makes school inspections, processes claims for state 
aid funds, conducts teacher certification examinations, and supervises local 
school board elections. The regional superintendent is elected by the local 
voters for a four-year term in even-numbered nonpresidential election 
years. 
The educational service region legislation is designed to create areas 
of supervision larger than a single county, based on population rather 
than area. Each county is no longer an educational unit; instead after 
1977 there will be an educational unit for every 33,000 people. 
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Counties and parts of counties may consolidate voluntarily into edu-
cational service regions. If they do not, the superintendent of the office of 
education has the power to create regions meeting the population criteria 
without local consultation. Clark, Coles, Cumberland, Moultrie, Shelby, 
and Edgar Counties, for example, will comprise one unit in 1979 and 
elect a single superintendent. In 1979 education officials expect about 
57 regions. 
The salary of the superintendent and the expenses of the office are paid 
by the counties included in the unit, according to the value of the prop-
erty each has within the unit. The budget is approved by the county 
boards of the counties concerned. The location of the office is determined 
by a committee of the chairmen of the county boards of each participating 
county, with the chairman of the regional board of school trustees casting 
a vote when needed to break a tie. 
This scheme for creating educational service regions does not affect 
the individual school districts. They retain the same powers and bound-
aries 1_hey have always had and will continue to elect their own school 
boards. 
Regional Board of School Trustees. A regional board of school 
trustees is elected from each educational service region. This board holds 
title to school property within the region. The trustees are elected at the 
spring primary election in even-numbered years for overlapping six-year 
terms. There are seven members of the board; in a two-county region at 
least two must be from each county, and in a multicounty region one 
member must be from each county. 
Circuit Clerk. While both the circuit clerk and one judge of the 
multicounty circuit court are elected by the voters of the county, neither 
is strictly a county officer. (A recent Illinois Attorney General's opinion 
established that intent of court was that the circuit clerk be an officer 
of court, and the courts are a state system.) They are officers of the courts 
and there are only state courts in Illinois, local courts having been abol-
ished by the 1962 judicial amendment to the former constitution. The 
circuit clerk is elected for a four-year term at the November general elec-
tion in presidential years. 
The circuit clerk must keep a record, either personally or through a 
deputy, of proceedings of all sessions of the circuit court in the county. 
The circuit clerk is also the custodian of all court records, and issues sub-
poenas, writs, and other orders of the court (these are delivered by the 
sheriff). The clerk draws from the jury lists the names of jurors from 
whom the jury for each individual trial is selected. Jury lists are drawn 
up by either the county board (if a county is under 40,000 population) 
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or by three jury commissioners appointed by the circuit court judges. Jury 
lists are lists of registered voters living in the county who are at least 18 
years old, of sound judgment and integrity, and not infirm or exempt for 
some other reason from jury duty. 
Circuit Judge. Each county in the multicounty circuit elects a cir-
cuit court judge, although the 1970 constitution leaves it to the legisla-
ture to determine if this will continue, and the legislature may alter this 
practice. The circuit court consists of elected circuit judges and appointed 
associate judges. The judge is elected for a six-year term. The county 
political parties nominate candidates for circuit judge. When judges de-
sire to serve additional terms, they run against their records, rather than 
against another candidate. The voters are asked whether or not the judge 
should be retained in office. 
Recorder of Deeds. A recorder of deeds is elected for a four-year 
term in counties of more than 60,000 inhabitants. The recorder's primary 
duty is to preserve a public record of various legal documents (such as 
deeds, mortgages, and leases) that affect the title to land. In counties 
under 60,000 population, this function is performed by the county clerk. 
Auditor. In counties of more than 75,000 population, a county audi-
tor is elected for a four-year term, in presidential years. (In Cook County, 
the auditor is appointed by the county board president.) In counties 
under 75,000 an auditor may be appointed. The elected auditor need 
not be an accountant. Where no auditor is appointed, the county board 
in counties over 10,000 is required to have a yearly audit of all county 
funds and accounts performed by independent accountants. 
The county auditor is the watchdog of the county's financial affairs. 
He audits or checks all claims against the county and recommends that 
the county board either pay or reject the bills. He must approve all 
orders for county supplies and keeps a record of all contracts entered 
into by the county. The auditor prepares a quarterly report for the county 
board showing the entire financial operations of the county, including the 
various fines and fees due from the various county offices, estimates of 
future income, paid and unpaid bills, and all other financial matters. 
The county board also may authorize the county auditor to plan and 
operate accounting systems for each department or office in the county. 
Appointed Officials and Boards 
Some county officers are appointed rather than elected. The appoint-
ment of some officials must be consistent with professional qualifications 
required by state law. This usually occurs in areas where the county re-
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ceives significant funds from the state to act as its agent in providing a 
service - the county rughway superintendent, for example. Appointment 
within the limits of state professional criteria has also been adopted for 
the supervisor of assessments because of the importance of the assessment 
procedure to local taxation, state grants, and equality in county assess-
ments. 
It has been argued that the appointment process should be used for 
many officers at the county level instead of election, because it is difficult 
for voters to become acquainted with the many candidates often found on 
Table 4. Appointed Boards and Officials Responsible to the County Board 
Appointed boards 
Regional planning commission 
Zoning board of appeals 
Board of directors, tuberculosis sanitarium 
Tuberculosis care and treatment board 
Merit commission 
Board of health 
Mental health board 
Public building commission 
Board of directors, soldiers and sailors 
burial fund 
Safety council 
Board of review 
Library board 
Zoning commission• 
Airports commission 
Housing authority 
Cemetery trustees 
Public welfare committeeb 
Welfare services committeeb 
Public aid appeals committee• 
Building code board of appeals 
Public works board 
Appointed officials 
Supervisor of assessments 
Animal control officer 
County veterinarian 
Superintendent of highways 
Superintendent of county home 
Superintendent of juvenile detention 
facility 
Superintendent of county children's 
home 
Civil defense director 
Coordinator of state and federal aid 
County nurse 
Auditor" 
Purchasing agent• 
Administrative assi tant to board 
chairman• 
• Formulates zoning ordinance and is dissolved after its passage. 
b Advisory to state department of public aid in the county. 
• Accepts appeals from township assistance decisions. 
• An auditor may be appointed in counties under 75,000 population for a four-
year term. In some counties, under the new constitution some officers who used to be 
elected may now be appointed if the voters of the county approve. The coroner is 
the most frequent example. 
• Purchasing agent and administrative assistant to the board are among the many 
officers a county board may appoint to assist it in carrying out its duties. Technically 
these people are employees of the board rather than officers of the county. 
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the ballot. Some argue also that it would be better to use professional 
criteria rather than political criteria in selecting officers whose duties are 
mainly administrative. 
A summary of appointed county boards and officials is found in 
Table 4. The table covers only boards that are responsible to the county 
board. The chairman of the county board also appoints members of the 
governing boards of other taxing bodies within the county, such as sani-
tary district trustees, mass transit district board members, and forest pre-
serve district board members. These boards are not responsible to the 
county; they are separate governments. Some familiar officials- the pub-
lic defender, for instance- are appointed by the courts. 
Summary 
County government is more than elections and taxes. It is a force for 
planning, for making decisions about public needs and services, and for 
finding and expending the revenue that is needed to solve problems and 
to put plans into action. 
Thus county government is local government, and it is local citizens 
and local elected officials who make it work. Decision-making is a complex 
process, especially today when more than ever "no man is an island." 
Even the smallest decision may involve all kinds of people in all kinds of 
places - farmers, businessmen, miners, homeowners, teachers, bankers, 
construction workers. To the extent that citizens understand and partici-
pate in it, county government has the potential to function as an efficient 
and democratic unit for helping people. 
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